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Former New Jersey governor Jim McGreevey, right, and Candido Ortiz celebrate the opening of Ortiz’s restaurant in Jersey City on Tuesday. 
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N.J. man doing hard time gets two big breaks 
on a long road to making his dream a reality 


Terrence T. McDonald The Jersey Journal 


There are framed photographs of two men hanging on 
the wall near the kitchen of Candido Ortiz’s new Jersey City 
restaurant. 

The first is former President Barack Obama, who in the 
waning months of his presidency shaved nearly two decades 
off Ortiz’s 49-year prison sentence. The other photo is for- 
mer New Jersey governor Jim McGreevey, whose prisoner 
reentry group Ortiz credits with granting him a new life. 

“This is my dream come true,” said a teary-eyed Ortiz, 56, 
standing inside his El Sabor Del Cafe. 

The restaurant, sandwiched between Larry’s Liquors and 
Above Average tattoo parlor on Martin Luther King Drive, 
will start serving pollo guisado, arroz moro and more to 
customers today. It opened its doors Tuesday morning for 
McGreevey, state Sen. Sandra B. Cunningham and other 
local leaders who hailed Ortiz for his metamorphosis from 
drug trafficker to business owner. 

“Candido has been transformed from ward of the state 
— at acost upwards of $55,000 a year — to a taxpayer,” said 
McGreevey. “From someone who was disconnected to his 
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family to a husband again. (From) someone who was isolated 
in prison to a community leader. Reentry works.” 

Ortiz, who came to the United States from the Dominican 
Republic with his family when he was a toddler, was con- 
victed of four drug and weapons charges in federal court in 
December 1991 as part of a trafficking case that involved 21 
other defendants. Ortiz was sentenced to more than 49 years 
behind bars, later cut to 44 years. He wasn’t expected to be 
released until 2036. 

Ortiz’s new life began behind bars. He began reading 
the Bible. He enrolled in cooking classes and then became 
a head cook at various prisons, feeding as many as 2,500 
inmates daily. 

In August 2016, Obama commuted his sentence, along 
with 213 other inmates, a record number of clemencies 
granted by a president in a single day. On Dec. 1, 2016, Ortiz 
became a free man and returned to his family in Union City. 

“T knew that God was going to do it,” Ortiz told The Jersey 
Journal. “Without God, you can’t make it.” 

The federal prison system referred Ortiz to N.J. Reentry 
Corp., which McGreevey chairs. The group helped Ortiz get 
SEE ORTIZ, 2 
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Tax plan 
passage 
delayed 
by glitch 


Jonathan D. Salant For The Star-Ledger 


The massive tax bill that will sharply 
curtail the state and local tax break cru- 
cial to many New Jersey residents while 
giving most of its benefits to corporations 
and wealthy Americans passed the House 
Tuesday. 

The vote was 227-203, with Rep. Tom 
MacArthur, R-3rd Dist., the only New Jer- 
sey lawmaker to support the measure. 

The Senate was scheduled to vote later 
Tuesday, and then the House will have to 
vote again today before sending the mea- 
sure to President Donald Trump for his 
signature and giving the Republican-con- 
trolled Congress a major accomplishment 
before Christmas. 

“In the end, this legislation will provide 
a vast majority of my constituents with a 
much-needed tax cut and allow them to 
keep more of their hard-earned money,” 
MacArthur said after the vote. 

The re-vote was necessary because some 
minor provisions in the legislation violate 
Senate rules invoked under the parliamen- 
tary procedure that prevents a filibuster, 
under which the tax bill is being debated. 

Only 12 House Republicans, includ- 
ing the other four from the Garden State, 
voted no on Tuesday, including Rep. Rod- 
ney Frelinghuysen, R-11th Dist., whose ear- 
lier vote against the original House bill led 
SEE TAXES, 4 


Murphy open 
to bill bolstering 
teacher checks 


Adam Clark and Jessica Remo 
For The Star-Ledger 


Gov.-elect Phil Murphy said he was “dis- 
gusted” after reading an NJ Advance Media 
investigation exposing how teachers in 
New Jersey accused of sexual misconduct 
find new teaching jobs — and he is consid- 
ering supporting proposed legislation to 
combat the problem. 

“Tf it’s smart legislation that prevents 
that from happening, count me in,” Mur- 
phy said during an unrelated news confer- 
ence in Trenton on Tuesday. 

Murphy’s comments came a day after 
the NJ Advance Media report detailed how 
five teachers accused of sexual misconduct 
with students seamlessly moved to new 
SEE TEACHERS, 6 


Senate panel blocks bank nominee Garrett 


Scott Garrett formerly served as a U.S. rep- 
resentative from New Jersey’s 5th Congres- 
sional District. 2014 Star-Ledger file photo 
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Jonathan D. Salant For The Star-Ledger 


The Senate Banking Committee on Tues- 
day rejected former Rep. Scott Garrett’s 
nomination as president of the Export-Im- 
port Bank, handing an embarrassing defeat 
to President Donald Trump. 

Trump chose Garrett, R-5th Dist., to lead 
the bank despite the congressman’s long his- 
tory of opposition to it. 

The Republican-controlled banking com- 
mittee voted to oppose Garrett, while send- 
ing four other nominees for the Ex-Im Bank 
board to the full Senate for confirmation. 

The vote was 13-10, with Republican U.S. 
Sens. Mike Rounds of South Dakota and Tim 


Scott of South Carolina joining all 11 Dem- 
ocrats, including Sen. Robert Menendez, 
D-N.J., in voting no. 

Trump press secretary Sarah Huckabee 
Sanders said Tuesday that the White House 
was “disappointed” with the committee vote 
and didn’t rule out renominating Garrett to 
the post. “We’re going to work with the com- 
mittee on a path forward,” she said. “We’ll let 
you know if it’s going to be with that individ- 
ual or a different plan.” 

Trump’s choice of Garrett was controver- 
sial from the beginning, as the former law- 
maker fought to do away with the bank as 
a member of Congress, once calling it “the 
epitome of crony capitalism.” 
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Leading business groups such as the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce and the National 
Association of Manufacturers opposed his 
nomination. 

“The Senate Banking Committee did 
right by America’s manufacturing workers 
today by rejecting Scott Garrett’s nomina- 
tion,” said Jay Timmons, president and chief 
executive of the manufacturers group. “This 
agency, which has supported 1.4 million jobs 
over the past several years, is too important 
for manufacturers and our economy to be 
led by someone who has consistently tried 
to destroy it.” 

Senate Banking Committee Chairman 
SEE GARRETT, 8 
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